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Ecosystem services

The principal framework for expressing the “usefulness” of biodiversity is through the concept 
of ecosystem services. They illustrate the link between, on the one hand, the interactions of 
species with each other and with the physical environment; and on the other, the well-being of 
people, whether in terms of wealth, nutrition or security.

The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, published in 2005, divided ecosystem services into 
four categories:

provisioning servicesnn , or the supply of goods of direct benefit to people, and often with 
a clear monetary value, such as timber from forests, medicinal plants, and fish from the 
oceans, rivers and lakes;

regulating servicesnn , the range of functions carried out by ecosystems which are often of great 
value but generally not given a monetary value in conventional markets. They include regulation 
of climate through the storing of carbon and control of local rainfall, the removal of pollutants by 
filtering the air and water, and protection from disasters such as landslides and coastal storms;

cultural servicesnn , not providing direct material benefits, but contributing to wider needs 
and desires of society, and therefore to people’s willingness to pay for conservation. They 
include the spiritual value attached to particular ecosystems such as sacred groves, and the 
aesthetic beauty of landscapes or coastal formations that attract tourists; 

and nn supporting services, not of direct benefit to people but essential to the functioning 
of ecosystems and therefore indirectly responsible for all other services. Examples are the 
formation of soils and the processes of plant growth.

Biodiversity is not regarded as an ecosystem service itself, but rather as a pre-requisite 
underpinning each of them. The precise link between the fact of diversity and the capacity 
of an ecosystem to provide services is a complex one, and an area in which science is still 
developing.
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Learn More
Global Biodiversity Outlook 2 n www.cbd.int/gbo2

Global Biodiversity Outlook 3 n www.cbd.int/gbo3

The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB) n www.teebweb.org

Ecosystem services abridged  
n www.greenfacts.org/glossary/def/ecosystem-services.htm

World Resources Institute n www.wri.org

Millennium Ecosystem Assessment n www.millenniumassessment.org/en/index.aspx

Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, Ecosystems and Human Wellbeing 
(synthesis) n www.millenniumassessment.org/documents/document.356.aspx.pdf

Fast Facts
Ecosystem services do the following:

moderate weather extremes and their nn

impacts (ex. drought, floods, etc.)

mitigate climate changenn

absorb and store COnn 2

protect water channels and shores from nn

erosion

regulate disease-carrying organismsnn

provide ingredients for pharmaceutical, nn

biochemical and industrial products

are a source of energy and biomass fuelsnn

decompose waste and detoxify pollutionnn

generate, maintain and renew soil fertility nn

(nutrient cycling)

pollinate crops and plants, and disperse nn

seeds

control agricultural pests and diseasesnn

produce food (crops, wild foods and spices, nn

seafood, etc.)

produce wood and fibrenn

produce oxygen, purify air and waternn

give cultural, intellectual, artistic and nn

spiritual inspiration

allow recreation (ex. ecotourism)nn

hold the answers to scientific questions andnn

hold the cures to diseases.nn


